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Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve 

Legislative History, 1920-1996 

. Introduction: Contrasting Images of the Prairie Landscape 

During the nineteenth century, the midcontinental plains were alternately disparaged as an 

inhospitable desert and rhapsodized as a verdant garden, depending on the mindset of the viewer, the 

vantage point, and the motive for recording an observation. Ever since explorers Zebulon Pike and 

Stephen Long created the image of the Great American Desert that emblazoned early maps of the West, 

writers and artists have been recording contradictory human responses to the prairied landscapes of 

America.’ 

A€ter traveling from the Atlantic seaboard to the Wabash River through “a thousand miles of 

gloomy forest,” George Flower found the “beautifid and light expanses” of the eastern Illinois prairie 

“most enchanting.” To Washington Ining, whose native habitat was the eastern forest, there was 

“something inexpressibly lonely in the solitude of the prairie.” Charles Dickens fbund nothing in the 

American prairie landscape remotely pleasing or even interesting: “...its very flatness and extent, which 

left nothing to the imagination, tamed it down and cramped its interest.” Walt Whitman’s imagination, 

conversely, led him to wonder whether the prairies and plains, more than Yosemite, Niagara Falls, and 

Upper Yellowstone, were not truly ‘Worth America’s characteristic landscape.” 

The vast majority of Euro-Americans who explored and settled the mid-continent, however, 

mainly saw economic potential inherent in the prairie. Louis Joliet, exploring the Upper Mississippi 

Valley in 1673, noted that “a settler would not there spend ten years in cutting down and burning the 

trees; on the very day of his arrival, he could put his plough into the ground.”’ Writing 250 years later, 

Herbert Quick compared the fertility of Iowa’s tallgrass prairie to mother’s milk: “Bird, flower, grass, 



cloud, wind, and the immense expanse of sunny prairie, swelling up into undulations like a woman’s 

breasts, turgid with milk for a human race.”3 
- 

Artist George Catlin stands virtually alone among those who confronted the undomesticated 

prairies in suggesting that a portion of them be preserved, and his nineteenthkentury appeal found an 

audience in the twentieth. As much ethnographer as artist, Catlin understood the impending fkte of 

those American Indian cultures he rendered meticulously on canvas and of the vast grassland plains that 

sustained them. His attitude toward Native Americans was typically ethnocentric for the times. 

Nonetheless, he genuinely lamented the anticipated loss of dramatic “wilderness” that indigenous 

peoples inhabited and gave life to. As early as 1832, C a t h  called for a government policy that would 

create a “nation’s park, contahing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature’s 

beauty.’* 

A century passed before the loss of prairie landscape reached proportions that could no longer 

be ignored. By then, the economic value of the prairie was not only fully understood; it had been hlly 

appropriated. 

A Grassland Preservation Ethic Emerges: 1920-1956 

By 1920, natural scientists located in the Midwest--especially at the University of Nebraska, 

the University of Iowa, Iowa State University (then College), and the University of Illinois-were 

seriously studying prairie flora, identieing prairie types, and increasingly alarmed at how little was left 

undisturbed. Sometime during the decade, Victor E. Shelford, of the University of Illinois, and the 

National Research Council’s Committee of the Ecology of North American Grasslands began studying 

the prospects for a large grassland preserve in the Great Plains. They studied eleven sites and found 

four with sufficient floristic integrity to be considered true prairie. In 1930, Shelford, supported by the 

Ecological Society of America, proposed that one of these sites, a large area straddling Nebraska and , 
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South Dakota, be incorporated into the national park system.’ This proposal marked the beginning of 

continual efforts to establish a national prairie park in the United States. 

- 

The Great Depression and the Dust Bowl diverted attention fiom a national prairie park during 

the 1930s. Instead, New Deal land-use planners ahd agricultural economists tackled the more 

immediate, and interrelated, problems of soil erosion, soil exhaustion, agricultural overproduction, 

depressed agricultural market prices, and increasingly degraded fhrrri life. Under the 1934 Bankhead- 

Jon& Farm Tenant Act, the federal government acquired 1 1.3 million acres of submarginal fhrmland. 

Of this, 2.64 million acres in the Great Plains were eventually designated as national grasslands and 

placed mostly under U.S. Forest Service management! The National Park Service, meantime, rejected 

a proposed grassland park in Texas and remained more focused on acquiring parks with awe-inspiring 

topography, spectacular natural scenery, or unequivocal national historical importance. Only two Great 

Plains landscapes met the traditional test for parks during the 1930s and 1940s: Badlands National 

Monument in South Dakota, designated in 1939, and Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Park in North 

Dakota (1947), the latter of which comprises two island units surrounded by the Little Missouri 

National Grasslands in North Dakota.’ 

National grasslands, however, were intended to be land reclamation and demonstration areas, 

not substitutes for an authentic prairie park as first proposed in 1930. In cooperation with the NPS, the 

Ecological Society of America and the National Research Council’s Committee on the Ecology of North 

American Grasslands continued to examine short-grass prairie sites for a grassland national park. Dr. 

John E. Weaver, an ecologist at the University of Nebraska, and other scientists investigated and 

reported on a variety of areas in Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Kansas, and the Dakotas. 

By 1940, these studies resulted in a new proposal for a Great Plains national monument located west of 

the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota and a smaller area in extreme northwest Nebraska.* 

World War II, however, intervened before this proposal could lead to any legislative action. 
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Following the war there was renewed interest in preserving grasslands. In a 1950 report to the 

National Resources Council, the Department of Agriculture, which had initiated acquisition of national 
- 

grasslands in the 193 Os, recommended the preservation of large expanses of six different types of 

grasslands in the West. In 1956, the Secretary of the Interior’s Advisory Board fohnally recommended 

additional studies for the purpose of ident@ing and acquiring grasslands for inclusion in the national 

park system. This recommendation correlated with ongoing grassland studies commissioned by NPS 

and, more generally, with MISSION 66, an intensive ten-year development program (1956-1966) 

initiated during the administration of NPS Director Conrad 

The Pottawatomie County Park Proposal: 1958-1963 

During the nearly three decades between 1930 and 1958, the broad concept of a grasslands 

national park gradually narrowed in focus to a tallgrass prairie park, which was promoted as being 

‘ h e ”  prairie. However, just as ambivalence over the meaning and value of America’s grasslands was 

expressed by early observers, so did ambivalence and controversy mark the long endeavor to create a 

“txue’’ or tallgrass prairie national park in a specific location. The first contested area was located in 

Pottawatornie County, Kansas. 

Between 1954 and 1958, G.W. Tomanek and F.W. Albertson, professors at Fort Hays State 

College (now University), studied twenty-four areas in Colorado, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Wyoming, 

New Mexico, Montana, Texas, and Kansas. These studies were funded by the NPS and endorsed by 

the Advisory Board of National Parks, Historic Sites, Buildings and Monuments. The results of the 

Tomanek-Albertson investigations became the basis for NPS recommendations issued in 1958.’’ In the 

1958 report, Proposal for a True Prairie National Park, the NPS called for a 34,000-acre park in 

Pottawatomie County, Kansas. In 1959, the Advisory Board recommended for inclusion in the park 

system a 34,000-acre site east of Tuttle Creek Reservoir, near Manhattan in Pottawatomie County, 

Kansas. This recommendation appeared to have initial local support, at least through the Manhattan 
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Area Park Development Association, founded in 1958 to promote both the Tuttle Creek Reservoir, an 

Army Corps of Engineers project, and the establishment of a grassland national park in Pottawatomie 

County.” The stage was thus set for the NPS to initiate legislative efforts for the purpose of 

establishing a prairie national park in a specific locale. 

The next year, however, when NPS hal recommendations began to take shape, key differences 

emerged. The 1960 Reevaluation Study, True Prairie Grasslands, was less specific than its 

predecessor, the 1958 Proposalfor a True Prairie National Park. In the 1960 report, the NPS 

concluded that of the twenty-four sites surveyed, six met the criteria for preservation. These criteria 

stipulated that the area must be at least 30,000 acres; have the topography, drainage systems, 

vegetation, and wildlife species of a “typical” prairie ecosystem; be free of serious intrusions; and 

display sufficient scenic quality. A follow-up study subsequently reduced the number of “nationally 

significant” areas to four, all of them in the Flint Hills region of Kansas and Oklahoma. The four sites 

were designated Manhattan, Chase, Elk, and Osage according to city or county names where they 

respectively occurred. Of the four, the Manhattan study area (near the City of Manhattan, Kansas) was 

considered the most “feasible” for designation as a national park, inasmuch as the federal government 

already had a presence in the area. The Osage study area (located in Osage County, Oklahoma and 

parts of Cowley and Chautauqua counties, Kansas) was considered the most “suitable,” based on 

natural qualities.I2 

Another 1960 NPS study, Statement Analyzing Studies and Preliminary Plan for Proposed 

Prairie National Park, called for a 57,000-acre site east of and abutting Tuttle Creek Reservoir. This 

recommendation not only increased the acreage, but, more importantly, eliminated a corridor of land 

separating the 34,000-acre site and Tuttle Creek Reservoir. l3 The two differing recommendations 

reflected the emergence of local desires to exploit the recreational potential of the new reservoir. In 

March of 1960 the Pottawatomie County Commission approved the proposed national park as long as 
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the boundaries were not extended to the shore of Tuttle Creek Reservoir. As a result, NPS officials 

decided to make two separate recommendations to Congress, one with a buffer zone between the park 

and the reservoir and one without. The NPS clearly favored the proposal without the buffer zone, but 

county commissioners were equally adamant that a mile-wide strip be established for economic 

development. The Kansas congressional delegation sided with the county commi~sion.’~ 

The final 1961 NPS planning report, A Proposed Prairie National Park, maintained the 

agency’s preferred plan, despite local opposition. As envisioned in the final recommendations, visitors 

could drive through a 57,000-acre park along a road winding from the shores of the reservoir through 

restored prairie, stopping at viewing areas along the way. They could also hike trails on foot or ride 

horses on equestrian tr&. Proposed amenities included campgrounds, picnic areas, and an interpretive 

center.” 

As NPS recommendations were being finalized, legislation also was under discussion. As early 

as 1959, Rep. William Avery Ip3 apparently requested the assistance of the NPS in drafting a bill that 

would authorize the creation of a 34,000-acre park. Kansas senators Andrew F. Schoeppel [R] and 

Frank Carlson p] joined Avery in supporting the creation of a park, but the three publicly announced 

that they would await completion of NPS studies before taking any legislative action.I6 The next year 

. 

Rep. Avery and Sens. Schoeppel and Carlson introduced companion bills. Instead of a 34,000-acre 

park, the bills called for a 57,000-acre park, which accorded with NPS final recommendations, and the 

proposed boundary had been extended westward to the shores of Tuttle Creek Re~ervoir.’~ 

Even at this early stage, area residents were dividing into proponents and opponents. Among 

proponents, Bill Colvin, a member of the Manhattan Area Park Development Association, was the most 

visible. Colvin, who was employed as editor of the Manhattan Mercury, began supporting the park 

idea in the newspaper. Not coincidentally, the Manhattan Mercury was owned by the family of Fred 

Seaton, who served as Secretary of the Interior from 1956 to 1961 under President Dwight D. 

6 



, Eisenhower.” Developing multipurpose flood control reservoirs to serve a variety of outdoor 

recreational demands was a priority of the Eisenhower administration. The Kansas state park system 

was moving in this direction at the same time, so the idea of meshing a federal flood control project with 

a new national park was in line with the thinking of the times to meet growing demand for outdoor 

recreation. 

Opposition began to form in part because of the Tuttle Creek flood control project. After a 

devastating flood in 195 1, which took forty-one lives and the homes of 100,000 people in Manhattan, 

Topeka, and Kansas City, the Army Corps of Engineers found enough local and congressional support 

to move forward with the proposed Tuttle Creek Dam Project, first proposed in 193 1. The need for a 

large flood control dam and reservoir had been a contested local issue since then; and, as the Tuttle 

Creek project moved to reality, passions rose higher among landowners and soil conservationists who 

opposed the “big dam” solution to flood control. Additionally, the Corps dragged its feet in 

constructing new roads, which had been promised so that nearby landowners would not be 

inconvenienced when the reservoir began to fill. As a result, by the late 1950s the Corps and the federal 

bureaucracy in general were considered “the enemy” to many citizens of Pottawatomie C~unty.’~ 

Before passions could cool, the proposed national prairie park became another target for those 

who felt as though the federal government had acted arrogantly in taking agricultural land to impound 

the waters of Tuttle Creek. The initial 34,000-acre concept of 1959 attempted to mitigate local 

controversy by stipulating a corridor of land to separate the flood control reservoir and the park. 

However, the corridor concept also conveniently allowed for considerable private recreational 

development, which generated local interest and support among business people. Proposed legislation in 

1960, which promulgated an “ideal” park of 57,000 acres without the buffer zone, was thus politically 

risky from the outset. It did not entirely please proponents who wanted a corridor along the reservoir 

for private recreational development, and it confirmed the worst fears of opponents because it would 
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take more land. In 1961, when legislation was reintroduced in the 87th Congress, the odds against 

passage probably increased, inasmuch as these bills would have authorized the Secretary of the Interior 

to acquire up to 60,000 acres. A provision authorizing the federal government to take this many acres 

by eminent domain was a hrther irritant?’ 

Still, there was enough local support that the Avery and Schoeppel-Carlson bills might have 

passed with some amendments. Pottawatomie County commissioners, who generally supported the 

proposal, asked the NPS to consider restoring the corridor concept. NPS officials hedged by submitting 

two separate recommendations. Under the leadership of Dr. E. Raymond Hall, professor of ecology and 

director of the Museum of Natural History at the University of Kansas, proponents in northeast Kansas 

organized another group, the Prairie National Park Natural History Association.*’ This group requested 

that Governor John Anderson seek a substantial appropriation from the state legislature to assist the 

federal government with purchase of park lands.= Despite rising opposition, the state legislature 

approved a $100,000 appropriation in February 1962, contingent upon Congress passing legislation to 

establish the park.? . 

Opponents, who were slower to organize, eventually captured enough momentum to kill the 

congressional bills. A key episode in this turn of fortunes took place on December 4, 1961, when cattle 

rancher Carl Bellinger confronted Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall and NPS Director Conrad Wirth 

on grazing land that Bellinger was leasing in the Twin Mound area. Although first-hand accounts of the 

Twin Mound Incident vary in the details, Bellinger happened to be on the property when Udall’s 

entourage, traveling in two helicopters, landed near Twin Mound to rendezvous with a tour guide. 

Instead, Bellinger met Udall as he deplaned and, wielding a gun, ordered him off the property. Caught 

off-guard, a stunned Udall returned to his helicopter. Reporters and photographers, however, were on 

hand to record the brief event, and the news traveled well beyond local headlines. Accordingly, 

Bellinger became something of a local legend for taking on the federal government. His “standoff’ gave 
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rise to the first opposition group, the Twin Mound Ranchers, and more-or-less set the thematic tone for 

every legislative effort that f~llowed?~ 

The Twin Mound Incident would have been sufficient buffeting, but it proved to be only a 

prelude to the opposition that greeted Udal1 and Wirth at public meetings later the same day. At the 

Pottawatomie County Commission chambers Bellinger was once again on hand to voice his opinion 

before a packed audience. Two other people presented signed statements of opposition. Ranchers and 

h e r s ,  affronted because the NPS had not included them in the planning process, began coming 

together against the park on principle; and real estate developers wanted the corridor area restored so 

the shore of Tuttle Creek Reservoir could be developed with home sites.= , 

One day of news-making controversy, however, was not enough to stop the Pottawatomie 

County proposal entirely. New bills were introduced in 1963 by Congressman Avery and Senators 

James Pearson p] and Frank Carlson. A key component of both biils was a provision that would 

establish an advisory committee to determine the proposed park boundary on the Tuttle Creek Reservoir 

side?6 The strategy did not work. By this time, the Twin Mound Ranchers Association was organized 

for opposition and endorsed by the Kansas Livestock Association. In July 1963 the Twin Mound 

Ranchers staged a local public hearing to publicize its opposition, then sent a delegation to Washington, 

D.C. in August to attend hearings of the Senate Public Lands Subcommittee. Senator Pearson testified 

on behalf of Kansans who supported legislation, which officially included the governor and the state 

legislature. Anthony W. Smith, president and general counsel of the National Parks [and Conservation] 

Association, however, cautioned the senators not to allow “enlargement of the national park system.. . by 

riding roughshod over human property and lives.” When subcommittee members from western states 

lined up with local opponents criticizing the park proposal, chances for a’favorable report vanished. 

Pearson’s bill died in committee, and the Pottawatomie County proposal faded away?’ 
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Reconsidering the Kansas-Oklahoma Flint Hills Options: 1963-1970 Interlude 

No new federal legislation was introduced during the remainder of the 1960s, but public interest 

continued and the prairie park idea remained a focus of study and discussion at the state level as well as 

within the NPS. In 1965, the NPS proposed a’Prairie-Great Plains Tounvay stretching 1400 miles 

north from Oklahoma to the North Dakota-Montana border. This proposal appears to have evolved 

from a number of sources: the 1962 report of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission, 

the Great River Road program along the Mississippi River, and legislation passed by the 88th Congress 

authorizing the Lewis and Clark Tounvay. The Prairie-Great Plains Tourway concept included three 

“national parkway” segments that were considered to be of greater national significance and would be 

treated similarly to the Blue Ridge and Natchez Trace Parkways. Proposed as parkway segments were 

a 145-mile Great Prairie Parkway through the Flint Hills from Pawhuska; Oklahoma to Council Grove, 

Kansas; a 100-mile Sandhiills National Parkway through central northern Nebraska; and a Sioux- 

Badlands National Parkway in South Dakota?’ 

Another NPS study reconsidered the remaining three options that had been presented in the 

1960 Reevaluation Study: sites designated as Chase County, Kansas; Elk County, Kansas; and Osage 

County, Oklahoma. This study, requested by the National Parks Subcommittee of the Senate Interior 

and Insular Affairs Committee, led to a 1965 report, The Living Prairie, which compared several 

aesthetic and land-management factors and then ranked the three areas in terms of desirability. The . 

Oklahoma site, which extended into Chautauqua County, Kansas, was ranked highest. The Chase 

County and Elk County areas were ranked second and third respectively. All three sites, however, 

occurred along the proposed Prairie-Great Plains Tourway Route. The Living Prairie report also noted 

that Dr. Raymond Hall of the University of Kansas had been contacting philanthropic sources seeking 

support for land acquisition. No potential benefactors were named, but the idea of working with private 

entities to acquire land and then slowly phase out livestock use through regulated grazing leases was 
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clearly under discu~sion.~~ These studies helped to sustain interest in a prairie national park, but 

without political leadership the movement really was at a standstill. The only result was the marking of 

a north-south highway route through Kansas as the “Prairie Parkwa~.’”~ 

Walter Hickel, during his brief tenure as Secretary of the Interior (1969-1970) in the Nixon 

administration, signaled that he would support a new legislative effort. At a 1969 Republican hnd- 

raising dinner in Salina, Hickel, a Kansas native, announced that he “encouraged ... another bid for the 

creation of a prairie national park.”3’ Several statewide groups now added their support to that of the 

Prairie National Park Natural History Association. Later that year, the Kansas Wildlife Federation, the 

Kansas Recreation and Park Association, and the Kansas State Teachers Association all passed 

resolutions urging the creation of a park in Kansas.32 

The following year, after the Kansas legislature rejected a bill to establish a seven-member 

governor’s commission to “work for the establishment of a Prairie National Park,” Governor Robert 

Docking took the initiative and appointed a fifteen-member Governor’s Prairie National Park Advisory 

C0mmittee.3~ Bill Colvin of the Manhattan Mercury was named chair, and the governor’s advisory 

committee immediately initiated discussions with members of the Kansas congressional delegation. 

Senators James Pearson IpI and Robert Dole [R] and Representatives Chester Mize [R] and Joe 

Skubitz E] reportedly expressed initial interest. The advisory committee also contacted the NPS to 

discuss possible locations. Pottawatomie County was not among them, but Colvin made it clear that the 

committee was only considering areas in the eastern tallgrass region of the state.34 A December 4, 1970 

meeting of the committee confirmed this focus. Discussion centered on the recent passage of P.L. 91- 

‘462, which directed the Secretary of the Inte,rior to conduct a feasibility study of lands in Oklahoma and 

Kansas historically associated with Euro-American settlement in the Cherokee Strip. Rep. Skubitz, 

whose district included the Kansas portion of the feasibility study, introduced the bill that became P.L. 

91-462, which carried a $30,000 appropriation. However, the governor’s advisory committee did not 
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support Skubitz’s. bill. Instead, the committee voted to hold a joint meeting with the Kansas 

congressional delegation and ask for the introduction of legislation to create a prairie park entirely in 

Kansas. The committee purposely avoided recommending specific locations and size, hoping to avert 

renewed opposition.” 

Kansas Flint Hills v. Cherokee Strip Proposals: 1971-1973 

In 1971, two competing proposals entered the legislative hopper. In June of that year the 

Governor’s advisory comt tee ,  backed by the Prairie National Park Natural History Association, other 

environmental groups, universities, newspapers, and an untold number of individuals, presented the 

Kansas congressional delegation with a formal request for legi~lation.~~ Rep. Larry Winn, Jr. [R] of 

Overland Park and Sen. James Pearson responded by introducing companion bills similar to the failed 

Pottawatomie County proposals of the early 1960s. That is, both bills called for a 60,000-acre prairie 

park. However, neither bill specified a location other than within the State of Kansas3’ Even though 

the location was left unspecified, everyone understood the intent was to establish a prairie park 

somewhere in the Flint Hills of Kansas. Corresponding support for the Wm-Pearson bills came 

primarily fiom residents of northeast Kansas.” Also in 1971, Sen. Henry Bellmon of Oklahoma 

introduced a bill to expand the study authorized by P.L. 91-462 to include the Oklahoma Panhandle.39 

No action was taken on this bill. 

The NPS withheld support from both bills, in part because of continuing local controversy and 

in part because the Cherokee Strip proposal taking legislative shape in Skubitz’s office was for a 

historical park thematically linked to nineteenth-century cattle trails. Although the Cherokee Strip 

concept included 30,000 acres of grassland, NPS staff advised that it was not “true prairie” and womed 

that the proposal, should it gain momentum, would dilute support for a prairie park in the “choice area’’ 

of Osage County, Oklahoma.‘“‘ Instead of supporting either proposal, the NPS suggested amending 

Pearson’s bill to authorize another study, similar to the study authorized by P.L. 91-462.4’ 
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On the local level, supporters of the Flint Hills proposal held some hope that Skubitz would 

help advance the Winn bill through the National Parks Subcommittee of the House Committee on 

Interior and Insular Af%rs, of which he was the ranking minority member.” However, by mid- 1972, 

both the Winn and Pearson bills were still locked in subcommittee and hope for support from Skubitz 

had faded. Prairie park proponents located primarily in Wm’s district in northeast Kansas thus formed 

a new lobbying group to shore up support. The People for Prairie Park League, as the group was 

known, had the backing of the Prairie National Park Natural History Association and a variety of other 

environmental groups that were organizing in the early 1970s. 43 

Photographer Patricia DuBose Duncan was a prominent figure in the People for Prairie Park 

League. She wrote articles, served as a local liaison to elected officials and national environmental 

organizations, and generally helped to coordinate local affairs. In a 1972 article, Duncan expressed 

concern that Rep. Skubitz shared <‘the same general philosophy” of cattlemen and other prairie park 

opponents. It was a concern widely shared by park proponents in northeast Kansas. 

Meantime, the Kansas Livestock Association took the lead in opposing the Winn-Pearson bills 

and proposed instead a 600 mile “prairie parkway” loop consisting of observation viewpoints along 

existing highways through the Flint Hills!’ Clif Barron, a Cambridge rancher, is credited with 

originating the “prairie parkway” or “ribbon park” idea, but the concept is also traceable to the Prairie- 

Great Plains Tounvay proposed by the NPS in 1965. The major difference was that Barron envisioned 

a scenic loop following county roads on bo* the east and west sides of the Flint Hills, not a single 

highway 

Hoping to mi@ agriculturists and environmentalists, various groups in Manhattan, Kansas, 

formed the Manhattan Citizens for the Tallgrass National Park. The Manhattan Citizens took the 

position that “range abuse by ranchers,” perceived or real, was “not a valid point for having a park” and 
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proposed that some sort of landmark or museum commemorating the “ranching heritage’’ of Kansas be 

erected “in conjunction with the preservation of the natural eco~ystem.’~’ 

The flurry of citizen organizing that took place in 1971 and 1972 succeeded in drawing the 

general lines of battle, agriculturists v. environmentalists, but it produced no evidence of strong support 

among Kansans in general either for or against a national prairie park. This was reason enough for 

other members of the Kansas congressional delegation to adopt a wait-and-see attitude, as they did. 

Moreover, national conservation and environmental organizations were not yet taking much interest in 

the proposition. As a result, the 1971 Winn-Pearson bills died in committee. 

Rep. Skubitz captured the spotlight early in 1973 by calling attention to the NPS’s study report 

on the proposed Cherokee Strip National Historic Park. The preliminary report, prepared in January, 

recommended combining Skubitz’s proposed Cherokee Strip historic park with a tallgrass prairie 

segment. Before the preliminary report had even been approved internally, Skubitz requested that.NPS 

Director Ronald Walker expand the study to include additional recreational areas, especially lakes and 

reservoirs, and related historic sites of local as well as national significance. He firther requested that 

the director have prepared a legislative proposal “that would include the recommendations now in the 

Cherokee Strip Report with the most appropriate segments of tallgrass prairie, the combined total of 

which should not exceed 60,000 acres....’A8 

Skubitz lost no time in promoting his proposal as a “prairie park” that might appeal to both 

ranchers and environmentalists. Speaking at the annual meeting of the Kansas Recreation and Park 

Association, he made it clear that he did not support the concept of a large park focused solely or 

primarily on preserving an expanse of tallgrass prairie. Such a park, in his estimation, would not attract 

enough tourists to offset the loss of property ta% revenue when land shifted to public ~wnership.~’ He 

also announced the formation of a Kansas Advisory Team to work with the NPS to develop the 

“integrated park system” he had in mind. Members of his advisory team represented a broad spectrum 
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of interests: Bill Colvin, chair of the Governor’s Prairie National Park Advisory Committee; rancher 

Clif Barron; directors of the Kansas Park and Resources Authority, State Historical Society, and State 

Water Resources Board; the executive secretary of the Kansas Soil Conservation Committee; the 

director of the Kansas District Corps of Engineers; and a private citizen from Council Grove, located in 

the heart of the Flint Hills?o 

Whatever the merits of the combined Cherokee Strip-Tallgrass Prairie proposal, it only 

succeeded in polarizing opposing sides. Environmentalists in northeast Kansas banded together in a 

new group, Save the Tallgrass Prairie, Inc. (STP), organized in January 1973. Two months later, STP 

announced that while it did not exactly oppose the Cherokee Strip Park concept, it was concerned that 

the tallgrass prairie segment meet the criteria established by earlier N P S  studies and therefore 

recommended a separate national park on the eastern slopes of the Flint Hills in Kansas. This was 

quickly followed by legislative “guidelines” for a tallgrass prairie park at a specific location south of 

Emporia?’ 

Ranchers and landowners in the Flint Hills countered by organizing the Kansas Grassroots 

Association (KGA) in March 1973. The KGA was willing to support Clif Barron’s scenic loop idea, 

but it withheld support for Skubitz’s Cherokee Strip proposal and campaigned against STP. In May 

1973, KGA chairman J. Manuel Hughes informed the NPS that the organization had “at least 6,000 

signatures, gathered all over the State of Kansas” protesting a prairie park. Hughes went on to conclude 

that “except for a hard-core group in Kansas City and its environs, and in Lawrence[,].Kansas[,] at our 

state university, I believe we can safely say that the big majority of Kansans do not want such a park.”” 

As 1973 progressed, a host of organizations took positions for or against or somewhere in 

between. The Kansas Ornithological Society and the American Institute of Architects generally 

endorsed a tallgrass prairie park. The Wichita Branch of Friends of the Earth specifically supported a 
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30,000-60,000-acre natural park.’3 Skubitz appealed to the KGA to drop its opposition to a prairie 

park, but to no 

Kansans Divide: The Winn Bills, 1973-1980 

Throughout the 1970s, Congressman Winn continued to champion a national prairie park in 

Kansas, while Kansans became increasingly divided on the prospect. In 1973, Winn introduced another 

bill for a 60,000-acre park, after which the Special Committee on Environmental Protection of the 

Kansas House of Representatives called a public hearing to listen to what Kansans had to say.55 At the 

August 30th hearing, the Kansas Livestock Association, the Kansas Farm Bureau, and the Kansas 

Association of Conservation Districts lined up with the KGA to oppose a large prairie park. The KGA 

also offered a counter suggestion that the federal government transfer land from the Fort Riley Military 

Reservation and around several Corps of Engineers reservoirs to the NPS for park purposes. The 

Kansas Association of Commerce and Industry, Kansas Association of Garden Clubs, and Kansas City 

Junior Leagues lined up with STP in favor of a large park, Speaking on behalf of the STP, Patricia 

Duncan announced that the group had identified a suitable 60,000-acre tract south of Emporia. Clif 

Barron and the Kansas Park and Recreation Authority endorsed the prairie parkway concept. And the 

Kansas Hotel and Motel Association went on record in favor of a large park developed similar to 

Di~neyland.~~ 

The Special Committee on Environmental Protection, which was charged with recommending a 

position that the Kansas Legislature could support to the congressional delegation, debated its options 

for two months trying to find consensus. When it finally reported back to the legislature in late October, 

it recommended a cautious position stating that “should the federal government choose to preserve [the 

natural] heritage” of the Flint Hills, “fill consideration should be given to the possibility of utilizing the 

Ft. Riley federal enclave and other federal lands to accomplish these purposes.” The committee also 
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recommended that the Kansas Legislature “reserve further consideration of a tall grass prairie park until 

after completion of a feasibility study by the U.S. Park Service.”57 

Larry Winn remained the sole member of the Kansas congressional delegation supporting a 

tallgrass prairie park. Despite lack of support from other members of the delegation, Wi& continued 

the campaign. His determination did not spring from “extreme” environmentalism, though. Rather, he 

just believed that the Flint Hills “was some of the most beautiful land in the country” and that Kansans 

“ought to do something to put it into some kind of park or pre~erve,”~’ After learning that the 

Department of the Army had virtually no land at Fort Riley that it was willing to give up, Winn 

suggested to park proponents that private entities begin buying land in the Flint Hills for eventual 

transfer to the NPS ?’ 

As 1973 drew to a close, six members of the congressional delegation did come together to 

support yet another feasibility study by the NPS. Secretary of the Interior Rogers C.B. Morton agreed 

to another study at the request of Senators Pearson and Dole and Congressman Winn, joined by Rep. 

Gamer E. Shriver PI, Rep. Keith G. Sebelius p], and Rep. Bill Roy [D]. Congressman Joe Skubitz, 

still the ranking Republican member of the National Park Subcommittee of the House Interior and 

Insular Affairs Committee, did not join in the request. In yielding to the request, Secretary Morton 

warned that any proposal for a prairie national park in Kansas “would remain dormant until Kansans 

7 6 0  ended their division and presented a united front.. . . 
Both sides continued posturing while Winn’s bill remained stalled in committee. In the Kansas 

Legislature the issue headed toward polarization. To counter the proposed concurrent resolution sought 

by the Special Committee on Environmenkl Protection, Kansas State Senator Frank Gaines [D- 

Augusta] introduced a resolution early in 1974 requesting that Congress reject any bill to establish a 

tallgrass prairie park in the Flint Hills. In so doing, he defended ranchers in his Flint Hills district, who 

were “do[ing] a better job of keeping [the prairie] up than the federal government Gaines’s 
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proposed resolution directly opposed the recommendation of the Special Committee on Environmental 

Protection, which essentially requested that the state legislature adopt a wait-and-see approach until the 

N P S  had finished a new feasibility study. 

Save the Tallgrass Prairie, Inc. monitored developments in the state legislature. It also 

mobilized a petition drive among college students to press for passage of H.R. 8726, Winn’s 

consolidated bill, which was referred to the House Committee on Interior and Insular AffBirs. In April 

1974, a group of students, representing various colleges and universities in Kansas, staged a much- 

publicized caravan to Washington, D.C. where they presented signed petitions, reportedly bearing 

18,000-25,000 signatures, to Rep. Winn. Douglas Wheeler, a deputy assistant secretary in the 

Department of the Interior, and Richard Curry, NPS associate director for legislation, were on hand for 

the presentation.62 STP also attempted to generate stronger support among environmentalists by 

publicizing the threat that the energy crisis of the 1970s posed for the Flint Hills. Pointing to 

controversy surrounding the proposed Wolf Creek nuclear generating station, STP posited that a new 

electric power transmission corridor through the Flint Hills, which would be needed for this project, 

might be the first of many such corridors as private utility companies scrambled to meet projected 

energy consumption for the year 2000 and beyond. STP also “watched with alarm” as one Flint Hills 

I rancher plowed up several thousand acres of land and planted it with fescue, a non-native species of 
. -  

The Tallgrass Prairie Conference of 1974, held in Elmdale, Kansas, appeared to signal an 

easing of tensions between the two sides. Co-sponsored by STP, the Kansas Group of the Sierra Club, 

Burroughs Audubon Society, Citizens Environmental Council, and the Sierra Club Southern Plains 

Regional Conservation Committee, the two-day Elmdale Conference sounded a conciliatory note. 

Former Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall, a keynote speaker, received a much friendlier reception this 

time. For the press, Udall defended a 60,000-acre tallgrass prairie park in the Flint Hills to “fill the last 
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gap in the nation’s park system.” He also noted that even though the park campaign was still alive, a 

“major obstacle” to passing legislation was a weak conservation movement in Kansas and lack of 

aggressive support from mainstream national conservation organizations.64 Representatives of the 

Kansas Grassroots Association who attended the Elmdale Conference gave statements to the press 

maintaining their opposition but admitting that “things have been easing up on both sides when the two 

groups get t~gether.”~~ Even though both sides held their positions, the rhetoric began to soften. The 

event, which drew more than 300 people for a packed agenda of speakers, workshops, and field trips, 

appeared to lay the groundwork for negotiations leading to successful legislation.66 

Any possible rapprochement was short-lived, however. In the spring of 1975 the Kansas 

Legislature passed, by substantial majorities in both houses, House Committee Resolution (HCR) 20 13, 

authored by Rep. Robert Whittaker w-Augusta]. HCR 2013, like the resolution introduced the 

previous year by Whittaker’s counterpart in the Kansas Senate, Frank Gaines, requested that Congress 

reject any bill authorizing the establishment of a tallgrass prairie national park in the Flint Hills. The, 

language amplified arguments routinely put forth by agricultural interests: the federal government 

already controlled “a vast amount of property in Kansas,” a reference primarily to Fort Riley Military 

Reservation and several multipurpose reservoirs administered by the Corps of Engineers; a national 

park would remove too much land from the property tax rolls, seriously hampering school financing; 

and ‘the loss of vast grazing areas in the grasslands” would impair Kansas beef production in an “era of 

nationwide food ~hortages.’~’ 

The leadership of STP, which had been working the halls of the state capitol to defeat the 

measure, redoubled its efforts. The organization’s media campaign had already succeeded in gaining a 

modest level of national attention through the pages of magazines and newspapers with large national 

circulations, such as Smithsonian Magazine and the Wall Street Journal. Now STP formed an 

honorary board of prominent men and women to help advance the cause. Chaired by Dr. Karl 
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Menninger, the board included Stewart Udall; philanthropist Katherine Ordway, then active in 

preserving prairies throughout the Midwest; David Brower, president of Friends of the Earth and past 

president of the Sierra Club; Charles Callison, executive vice president of the National Audubon 

Society; Loren Eiseley, Professor of Anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania and author of The 

Immense Journey; and several other influential people in environmental affairs.68 

The park proposal finally had the endorsement of nationally recognized names. With a new 

level of support, Rep. Winn reintroduced legislation in July 1975. This time he picked up bipartisan 

co-sponsors, twenty-one in all, but none of them was from Kansas. Even so, the co-sponsors, who 

included Rep. Moms Udall [D-Arizona], Claude Pepper [D-Florida], Larry Pressler [R-South Dakota], 

Shirley Pettis [R-California], and Bella Abzug [D-New York], reflected the political spectrum. STP 

backed them up with petitions bearing more than 34,000  signature^.^^ 

It was still not enough to overcome the opposition. Despite a pledge of “total support” from 

Michael McCloskey, executive director of the national Sierra Club, at the 1975 Elmdale conference, 

* .  

Rep. Winn told the assembled proponents that they were facing “a virtually impossible mi~sion.”~’ 

Winn was “not even slightly optimistic” that his bill would pass. In an open letter to park proponents, 

he noted that the “action of the Kansas State Legislature in approving resolutions opposing the park 

dealt a virtual death blow to theproposal, which was already reeling under the impacts of Congressional 

delegation disunity.” Winn also cited “an abundance of other park proposals before the Congress” and 

“growing opposition to big government and deficit spending” as additional  obstacle^.^' 

As 1975 came to a close, proponents and opponents were as divided as ever. Into this divide 

the N P S  dropped the feasibility study that the Kansas congressional delegation, except Rep. Skubitz, 

had requested two years earlier. The 1975 preliminary environmental assessment contained an analysis 

of seven areas in the Flint Hills, all of them by now fairly familiar to residents of eastern Kansas and 

northeastem Oklahoma: Pottawatomie, Elk, Chase North, Chase South, Wabaunsee East, Wabaunsee 
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West, and Osage. The NPS advised that three areas met the criteria for “nationally significant7’ 

tallgrass prairie arewwabaunsee West, Chase South, and Osage-and recommended them for 

firther study.n Considering the audience to whom the document was addressed, the NPS stressed that 

the purpose of the information was “to aid decisionmakers in determining whether-d if so how 

b e s t 4 0  preserve a segment of the tallgrass-prairie region,” and further, that the “final decision” would 

be made by the ‘the Administration, the Congress, and the 

To aid in that process, the NPS laid out four different land acquisition and management 

concepts in the ‘1975 assessment. AI1 of them had been discussed before, and repeatedly, but the report 

presented them side-by-side as viable alternatives without advocating any as better or more desirable. 

One was the ‘traditional” park concept whereby the federal government would acquire a large area of 

land and administer it solely. Another was the Cherokee Strip concept, whereby NPS would acquire 

and preserve a “core” of ‘‘pure parkland.” This would be surrounded by a zone where “compatible 

agricultural uses” would be allowed to continue but where “incompatible uses” would be prohibited. 

The third concept was to protect the prairie “landscape” by acquiring scenic easements or by other less- 

.&-fee agreements. This was the Clif Barron concept. The fourth concept was simply the “no action” 

alternative required under the guidelines and regulations implementing the 1969 National Environmental 

Policy Act.74 

Elsewhere in the 1975 assessment, NPS planners also slipped a fifth concept into the 

discussion: a Flint Hills Agricultural Reserve. Based on British national park constructs, the Flint Hills 

Agricultural Reserve idea envisioned regional management of privately owned land based on a “unified . 

effort, beginning at county and state levels ....” In promoting the regional management concept, the N P S  

stressed the distinctive cultural as well as natural history of the Flint Hills prairie landscape, ranking it 

as ‘’truly unique” alongside “the beautiful New England townscapes, the stark Black Hills of South 

Dakota, and the majestic Quetico-Superior region of Minnesota and Ontario For the first 
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time, a prairie park study seriously considered the archaeology, history, sociology, and economics of the 

Flint Hills region, and suggested a land-management concept that could recognize as well as perpetuate 

regional culture. 

The stalemate that developed in 1973-1974 continued for the remainder of the decade, the only 

noticeable change being that the field of opponents and proponents widened. Agricultural opposition 

groups now had the backing of a majority of Kansas state legislators, and park advocates attracted 

increasing support from mainstream conservation organizations. Rep. Winn reintroduced legislation in 

1977 and 1979; both bills would have significantly expanded the size of the proposed park. They met 

the same fate as his previous attempts. By now, the controversy seemed to have acquired a life of its 

O w n .  

Save the Tallgrass Prairie, Inc. camed on as the chief park advocacy group. To keep up 

momentum, STP produced or supported several media events and public information efforts. Patricia 

Duncan’s photographic exhibition “The Tallgrass Prairie: An American Landscape,” sponsored by the 

Smithsonian, opened in Kansas City in August 1976 before it began a two-year tour around the nation. 

To maximize publicity, the Tallgrass Prairie Foundation, a tax-exempt educational arm of STP, hosted 

the opening. Friends of the Earth president David Brower gave the keynote address. The new 

foundation, incorporated June 1976, also distributed information to members of the press who covered 

the 1976 Republican National Convention, held in Kansas City. 76 

In addition to maintaining a library of films and slide shows for presentation at schools, 

community groups, and public gatherings, STP continued to establish new chapters throughout Kansas, 

publish a quarterly newsletter, and gather petition signatures, which now totaled about 40,000. In 

November 1976, STP gained national publicity when one of its leaders, attorney Larry Wagner, debated 

the prairie park issue with Bill House, former president of the American Cattlemen’s Association, on 

PBS’s Robert MacNeil Report. STP subsequently distributed the 30-minute debate on video cassette.n 
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STP also pressed for completion of the preliminary environmental assessment that had been 

issued by the NPS in October 1975 .78 Internal briefing documents prepared for Sen. James Pearson 

. reveal that the assessment had been “halted mid-stre am... as a result of the extreme anti-park pressure 

of Congressman Skubitz.” As of early 1977 the unfinished study was “dormant due to a lack of funds” 

and the NPS predicted that ‘Mess there was a significant influx of pro-park political pressure, either 

fiom Congress or the Administration,” the study would remain in limbo.79 

Ifthere was encouraging news for park proponents in 1977 it was that Congressman Skubitz 

planned to retire after completing his current term and that two conservation-minded members of the 

House had assumed key committee positions. Moms Udal1 now chaired the House Committee on 

Inkxior and Insular Affairs, and Phillip Burton fD-California] now chaired the Parks and Recreation 

Subcommikee under it. Additionally, in 1976 Congress had passed P.L. 94-565, which authorized the 

Secretary of the Interior to make in-lieu payments to local governments to offset the loss of tax revenue 

from public lands within their jurisdictions. Passage of this law invalidated one of the strongest 

arguments against a prairie park.” Friends of the Earth also gave the prairie park proposal more 

attention, listing it among the organization’s top four priorities for inclusion in President Carter’s 

national parks program.8’ 

Rep. Winn kept the park proposal before Congress by reintroducing legislationin September 

1977. Winn’s latest bill, H.R. 9120, differed substantially from its predecessors. First, the bill 

identified specific park boundaries that expanded the Chase South study area to incorporate additional 

lands from which oil and natural gas were being extracted, a total of 187,000 acres located south of 

Emporia. The site-specific bill was a result of discussions between STP and Sierra Club lobbyist Linda 

Billings, who encouraged the group to study the areas covered in the 1975 NPS preliminary 

environmental assessment and amve at its own conclusions. (Billings also promoted a national tallgrass 

prairie park in the Sierra Club Bulletin.) STP subsequently appointed Dr. E. Raymond Hall; Dr. Lloyd 
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Hulbert, professor of ecology at Kansas State University; Dr. Dwight Platt, professor of biology at 

Bethel College in Newton, Kansas; and attorney Lawrence R. Wagner as the site-selection committee.82 

H.R 9120 also stipulated that about 58 percent of the acreage would be designated as “park” and the 

remaining 42 percent .z “preserve,” where oil and natural gas production would be permitted to 

continue until the resources were exhausted. Additionally, the bill contained a provision that gave the 

Department of the Interior authority to allow ranching, farming, and cattle grazing to continue at its 

discretion. Winn’s bill was backed by various environmental organizations, and a letter-writing 

campaign initiated by STP produced sixteen co-sponsors by November.83 

Other key developments in 1977 ‘included an announcement by Sen. James Pearson that he, too, 

would retire at the expiration of his term in 1978. STP urged him to introduce a companion bill in the 

Senate before he retired, but Pearson did not do so. The Department of the Interior, however, 

responding to shifts in administration politics, ranked the tallgrass prairie third on its priority list of 

nationally significant areas for possible inclusion in the national park system. Likewise, the Midwest 

Regional Advisory Committee to the NPS recommended that the agency advance its planning for a 

‘ 

national prairie park.“ 

Throughout 1978 park advocates and opponents kept confronting one another. Representatives 

of the Kansas Grassroots Association challenged pro-park speakers at a prairie symposium held at 

Ottawa. Proponents and opponents debated at the Pittsburg Prairie Day. The Kansas Advisory 

Council on Environmental Education gave STP and KGA equal time for presentations at one of its 

meetings. . KGA presented a slide show about cowboy lifestyles; STP countered with a slide show 

emphasizing that a tallgrass prairie park was a national 

STP and the Tallgrass Prairie Foundation likewise continued their media and educational 

campaigns. The Foundation produced a scenic route map of the Flint Hills and sponsored a bus tour of 

the Chase South site. STP worked to get publicity out through mass circulation magazines, including 
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Time and National Geographic, and through children’s publications such as My Weekl’y Reader and the 

National Wildlife Federation’s Ranger Rick magazine. Patricia Duncan was interviewed by the CBS 

radio affiliate in Chicago, station WIND. She also published Tallgrass Prairie: The Inland Sea and 

donated a share of the profit to STP. All of these activities, plus the usual lobbying trips to 

Washington, D.C., were designed to keep up the pressure on Congress to hold hearings on H.R. 9120, 

which STP considered “its” 

Rep. Winn introduced his last tallgrass prairie bill in 1979. H.R. 5592, co-sponsored by 

Moms Udall, was the result of deliberations initiated in November 197% when STP and a loose 

coalition of mainstream conservation groups formed a working group for the purpose of crafting 

legislative guidelines. The NPS followed developments closely, but from a distance. Although Winn 

and Udall did not introduce their bill until October of 1979, the basic framework was in place by 

January. Working with STP to prepare draft legislation were the NPCA, the National Audubon 

Society, the Sierra Club, Friends of the Earth, the Wilderness Society, and the Izaak Walton League. 

The coalition’s concept borrowed from the NPS’s 1965 tourway-parkway proposal. It also echoed the 

“agricultural reserve” idea outlined in the 1975 preliminary environmental assessment whereby the 

federal government, instead of acquiring entire parks through purchase or condemnation, would enter 

into cooperztive agreements with state and local governments as well as private citizens in order to 

preserve large areas of national concern. 87 

H.R. 5592 set out three “core-park units” in the Flint Hills-Wabaunsee, Chase South, and 

Osage-each surrounded by an intermediate prairie perimeter, or “preserve,” with all three linked by 

interconnecting “parkways” to an outer perimeter “reserve” area. The whole conceivably could 

encompass as much as 3.5 million acres of the Flint Hills in Kansas and Oklahoma. A fifteen-member 

commission would oversee the “reserve” and “through cooperation would seek to integrate local 

governmental activity by land use planning into a positive force for the protection of prairie resources 
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not immediate to the park-core(s).” The “preserves” and “parkways” would be “controlled by 

conservation easements to restrict timbering, quarrying, subdivision, plowing of virgin prairie, etc.” 

The core-park units would be acquired by the federal government, or by an intermediary for the federal 

government, “on a willing seller-willing buyer basis.”88 

In discussions with the NPS, STP spokespersons estimated that it would take a minium of 

fifty years before the core areas (approximately 300,000 acres) could be acquired. Conceivably, 

acquisition could take as much as 150 years based on various alternatives to condemnation that 

environmentalists were now willing to extend to landowners, the most generous being the right to 

transfer land ownership through immediate family members for an unlimited number of generations. In 

return for such concessions, STP and its coalition partners felt they were entitled to ask for a truly vast 

(2.5-3.5 million acres) “reserve” area.” 

Because the environmental coalition’s legislative guidelines incorporated provisions that the 

N P S  was not inclined to accept, based on its park land-acquisition criteria and its land-management 

philosophy, NPS Director William Whalen requested that the Midwest Regional Office (MWR) 

formulate a counter set of recommendati~ns.~~ After reviewing information from various conservation 

organizations and additional fieldwork by staff, the MWR regional director issued a memorandum in 

April 1979 recommending that the proposed park consist of approximately 100,000 acres, “all of which 

would be acquired in fee” and “subject to eminent domain” in order to achieve this objective. Rejecting 

the complex reserve-preserve-core unit concept as too costly and too difficult to manage, the MWR 

gave the Chase South area preference over the Osage area. If necessary, the MWR advised, the NPS 

could consider a “buffer zone averaging no more than three miles in width” in order to maintain scenic 

values, but it did not feel that such a zone was essential. As for a parkway, the MWR “no longer 

favored” this element?‘ 

- - . -- . - 
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The April 1979 memo explained what the h4WR understood to be a “basic conflict” between its 

position and “that of the conservationists.” Whereas the environmental coalition groups were “seeking 

to preserve most of the remaining unplowed prairie in the Flint Hills,” the MWR felt that “the 

appropriate role of the Federal Government should be limited to preserving a representative portion of 

the remaining prairie” that was “easily accessible to visitors” and “returned to its historic character ... as 

quickly as possible.” The MWR also considered the conservationists’ proposal to restrict the federal 

government’s use of eminent domain to be “unrealistic.” Based on prior experience, the MWR 

anticipated that park opponents would not cease their opposition once legislation was passed. Instead, 

they would initially refuse to sell their land and then after a period of time “seek de-authorization on the 

grounds that the Service is simply not going to be able to do the job.” 

When Winn and Udal1 introduced H.R. 5592 on October 15,1979, it was based on the complex 

ccreserve-preserve-core park” concept, which the MWR had rejected as u n f ~ i b l e . ~ ’  The Wm-Udal1 

bill proposed three “reserves” or “special conservation areas” connected by a “prairie national 

parkway” between Marysville, Kansas, and Pawhuska, Oklahoma. Proposed as “reserves” were 

73,000 acres in Wabaunsee County, 150,000 acres in the Chase South area along the Kansas Turnpike, 

and 15 1,000 acres in the Osage area along the Kansas-Oklahoma border. The “reserve” designation 

was key to the whole concepti B permitted federal purchase of land and scenic conservation easements 

only on a willing seller-willing buyer basis. No condemnation under eminent domain would be allowed. 

If and when private land went on the market, the Department of the Interior would have the right of first 

refbsal at the landowner’s offering price. If the federal government refused the offer, the landowner was 

free to sell it on the open market. This meant that it might, and probably would, take a long time for the 

Department of the Interior to acquire large units of land, but when that happened the NPS would be free 

to designate such units either as parks or preserves.M 
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The reserve concept represented a major concession to landowners in the Flint Hills. Winn and 

Udal1 called this “a necessary new approach.. .which recognizes the contributions of these private 

landowners ....” The National Audubon Society pointed out that the “reserve” concept was “much more 

compatible with the interests of established ranchers.” Save the Tallgrass Prairie called it an 

“innovative approach to land protection ... that recognizes the significant contribution of the Flint Hills 

ranchers” and a “balanced approach between beef production, the major industry in the area, and land 

preservation.. . .’”’ 
Early in 1979, park proponents were optimistic that a compromise solution had been found. 

Conservation groups had reached agreement among themselves, and they had consulted with farmers, 

ranchers, and landowners “seeking their reactions” before the bill was introduced. Rep. Phillip Burton, 

chair of the Xnterior and Insular Affairs Subcommittee on Parks, was poised to move the bill forward in 

the House. Even though Robert Whittaker, the premier voice of opposition in the Kansas Legislature, 

had won election to the U.S. House of Representatives and landed a spot on the House Interior 

Committee, Rep. Winn did not consider him a serious threat to the bill’s passage.96 

After October 15th, however, optimism faded quickly. Della Wrae Blythe, secretary of the 

Kansas Grassroots Association, dismissed the concept as a ruse: “Preserve, reserve or whatever it’s 

called, it’s a park. We - _  oppose a national park in Kansas.” Rep. Whittaker “declared all-out war” in a 

press statement charging that the Flint Hills would either become an “uninhabited no-man’s land” or a 

c’tourist trap complete with curio shops and hot dog stands” if H.R. 5592 passed.” The immediate 

reaction from KGA and Whittaker was not unanticipated by Winn, but lack of support from other 

members of the Kansas congressional delegation once’again doomed his bill. By the end of October, 

Reps. Jim Jef ies  [R] and Keith Sebelius p] had joined Whittaker in opposing H.R. 5592?8 Rep. Dan 

Glickman p] stated that he did not oppose the bill entirely, but listed enough reservations that it was 

,* 

clear he would not support itg9 Senators Bob Dole and Nancy Kassebaum [R], who was elected to 
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James Pearson’s Senate vacated seat in 1978, also withheld support. They cited the proposed size, 

which had increased from 60,000 to 374,000 acres, and defended Flint Hills ranchers and farmers as 

“good stewards of the land.” Dole and Kassebaum also expressed ‘%erious reservations about the 

federal government accelerating. ..the trend from individual ownership,’’ citing the Konza Prairie, 

purchased by the Nature Conservancy in 1977, and the Cimmaron National Grassland as examples.’@’ 

After Rep. Winn interviewed Secretary of the Interior James Watt on a radio-broadcast 

program in March of 1980, the Wichita Eagle-Beacon reported the “Prairie Park on Back Burner.” 

Watt declared the Reagan administration to be “in the mainstream of the environmental movement” and 

stated that the Department of the Interior was asking Congress “for a moratorium on acquisitions.” lo’ 

Rep. Whittaker welcomed Watt’s remarks and told the press that the Reagan administration’s position 

“should take care of the issue for a while. .. .”‘02 Winn conceded that although he had not given up on a 

prairie park completely, there was no longer any reason to reintroduce legislation “when we know that 

for the next four years the administration won’t approve it.”Io3 A post-mortem offered by the Kansas 

City Times cited as reasons for failure an unwarranted optimism among conservationists when Rep. Joe 

Skubitz retired from Congress in 1978, the inability of Kansas environmentalists to present a united 

front, Rep. Phillip Burton’s reluctance to hold hearings on the bill as long as Senators Dole and 

Kassebaum opposed it, and, behind all this, entrenched opposition from Flint Hills ranchers and 

Winn, who remained in Congress until January 1985, summed up the legislative efforts of the 

1970s in much the‘same way. He consulted with the various park advocate groups involved in the 

effort, during which they weighed Secretary Watt’s remarks, Reagan’s approach to the economy, and 

the critical lack of support from other members of the Kansas congressional delegation. After a decade 

of trying, he decided that introducing firther legislation was futile, and advocate groups decidedmot to 

press him.’” 
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The Osage Prairie National Preserve Proposal: 1980s Interlude 

For the duration of the Reagan administration, a national prairie park in the Kansas Flint Hills 

remained a dormant issue. In the meantime, unforeseen developments opened up the possibility of 

creating a national prairie preserve in Osage County, Oklahoma. The prospect for a prairie preserve in 

Oklahoma sustained the momentum of conservation groups supporting a prairie park in the Flint Hills. 

It also presented an opportunity to rethink the planning process. 

The locus of activity shifted to Osage County when trustees of the Barnard Ranch announced in 

the M of 1983 that they would be willing to sell the 29,000-acre ranch to create a preserve. The 

Audubon Society, Save the Tallgrass Prairie, and The Nature Conservancy immediately supported the 

prospect. The Audubon Society went so far as to draft legislation, which Rep. Mickey Edwards [R], in 

whose district the ranch lay, was willing to introduce provided certain conditions were met, such as a 

50,000-acre limit and no condemnation of private lands, and provided there was enough local support 

for it. Senator Don Nickles [R] expressed the same caveat and organized a local task force to help him 

figure out just what local residents and landowners might agree upon. The task force was led by 

rancher Lee Holcombe and comprised representatives of the Osage County Cattlemen’s Association, the 

Osage County Commissioners, the Pawhuska Chamber of Commerce, the Oklahoma Wildlife 

Federation, and the Osage Indians.’06 The NPS, which had long favored the Osage area as a national 

prairie park, provided idormation gathered from previous studies. The task force also toured 

Chickasaw National Recreation Area, a 10,000-acre NPS unit in Oklahoma formerly called Platt 

National Park, and found that the nearby community of Sulphur was benefiting from tourist dollars.107 

The combination of bringing diverse interests to the table in the early planning stages and the 

availability of a second ranch, owned by a willing seller, smoothed the way for the task force. By mid- 

1985, the task force recommended that legislation be drafted for a 50,000-acre “working park” as Lee 

Holcombe described it. What Holcombe meant by this is that the compromise worked out by the task 
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force would allow the Osage Indian Tribe, which owned oil and gas rights on part of the site, to 

continue collecting royalties, and that about 75 percent of the proposed acreage could still be leased for 

grazing.’o8 The NPS recommended designation as a “preserve’’ which would allow oil and gas 

production to continue on lands that were being actively managed to maintain a viable tallgrass 

ecosystem.Iw 

’ 

Despite a promising start, the Osage prairie preserve proposal dissolved in controversy after 

legislation was introduced in 1987.”0 At best, the bill represented a fragile compromise. One side 

consisted of the Osage Tribal Council, dominated by individuals who held mineral rights to the 

proposed park area, joined by cattlemen, farmers, and oil drillers. The other included the Tallgrass 

Prairie Preserve Association, based in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, which was backed by the Audubon 

Society, the Oklahoma Wildlife Federation, and other national conservation organizations.”’ When the 

Sierra Club launched a nationwide letter-writing campaign in 1988 seeking to increase the size of the 

proposed reserve, Rep. Edwards immediately withdrew his support. Other members of the Oklahoma 

congressional delegation, who were not subject to the same degree of local pressure as was Edwards, 

did not throw in the towel as quickly. Without Edwards’s support, however, the proposal 

The Spring Hill Z Bar Ranch Option: 1988-1990 

As the Osage legislative effort ebbed, the tide turned and flowed beck tc~ the Flint Hills of Chase 

County. This time the focal point was the Z Bar Ranch, historically known as the Spring Hill Ranch, 

near Strong City. Established in 1878, the 10,894-acre ranch included a stunning complement of 

limestone buildings built in the 1 8 8 0 ~ ~  a one-room stone schoolhouse, approximately thirty miles of 

stone fences, and numerous o~tbuildings.”~ 

In June 1988, the National Audubon Society secured an option to purchase the ranch from 

Boatman’s National Bank of Kansas City, acting on behalf of the ranch  trustee^."^ This event proved 

to be a critical turning point. It altered the balance of power between opposing sides just enough to set 
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in motion a complex process of negotiations that ultimately led to successfil legislation. However, the 

process moved haltingly, and important concerns were left unresolved by the legislative compromise 

finally enacted in 1996. The news that the Audubon Society had an option to purchase the Z Bar was 

not made public until January 1989. In the meantime Ron Klataske, the West Central regional vice 

president, contacted Congressman Dan Glickman about developing legislation to establish the ranch as 

some type of NPS unit.115 Klataske, a native Kansan with a farming and ranching background, had 

been involved in the tallgrass prairie park effort since the early 1970s and had long maintained the 

position that any land acquisition must be on a willing-seller basis with protections against federal use 

of eminent domain. ’ l6 
Rep. Glickman had expressed interest in a new legislative effort and arranged for Klataske to 

meet with the Kansas congressional delegation early in December 1988. At this meeting, Klataske 

outlined a proposal for establishing the ranch as a tallgrass prairie monument, possibly in conjunction 

with a tallgrass prairie parkway, with land for the latter to be acquired on a willing-seller basis. 

Following the meeting, Klataske worked with Glickman’s staff to develop his proposal into a discussion 

draft bill.”’ Events then began to move quickly. The City of Strong City learned about the Audubon 

Society’s option when it approached the trustees about purchasing a few acres of the ranch adjacent to 

the city limits. At that point, Klataske had little choice but to go public with the information, so he 

called a meeting with local community leaders on January 5, 1989. To a gathering of about eighty 

people he presented three options that were under consideration: federal purchase with development, 

management and interpretation by the NPS; purchase and operation by the National Audubon Society; 

or purchase by the State of Kansas with operation through an appropriate state agency. Before 

proceeding with legislation, however, Klataske proposed that a “partnership” of local leaders, 

landowners, and conservation groups sit down together and work out a plan.”’ 
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Initial reaction up and down the Flint Hills was encouraging. A stream of Eavorable editorials 

appeared in newspapers. “Home on the Range” wrote the Emporia Gnzetfe; ‘“This Is the Time; This Is 

the Place” came from the Wichita Eagle-Beacon; “Prairie Park‘s Time Has Come” appeared in the 

Topeka CapitalJournaZ. The city councils of Strong City, Cottonwood Falls, Council Grove, and 

Emporia endorsed the national monument idea. So did the chambers of commerce of Strong City and 

Cottonwood Falls. Klataske also made it clear that he would work diligently to obtain local consensus 

before the Audubon Society would seek congressional a~ti0n.l’~ 

By late February, however, resistance had begun to form once again, and local residents were 

drifting into different camps. Ranchers expressed their opposition at a “packed meeting” which was 

followed the next day by a meeting “packed with supporters.” Community leaders and business owners 

welcomed the local economic boost that would come with tourism. Ranchers had no objection to the 

Audubon Society purchasing the property, but they were skeptical about federal involvement. Some 

ranchers were Glling to accept a national monument in the park system if there were guarantees that no 

more land would be taken by eminent domain. Others just saw the proposal as an entering wedge, no 

matter what assurances were given. As a spokesman for the Kansas Livestock Association put it, 

‘There is just a deep-seated philosophy in the Flint Hills that the government should not own land.”’20 

While local residents began to take sides, the Flint Hills National Monument Committea b-egan 

preparing a legislative proposal that might fly. Chaired by attorney Lee Fowler, the committee 

numbered more than thirty people, including,owners of land adjoining the Z Bar and representatives 

from the communities of Strong City, Cottonwood Falls, Council Grove, and Emporia. “The purpose 

of the committee,” according to Fowler, “was to identify local concerns because there were a lot of 

controversial issues at that time.” The committee reviewed previous proposals for a tallgrass national 

park and visited a number of national monuments. The goal was to draft a legislative proposal that 

would alleviate fear among Flint Hills landowners that they would lose their farms and ranches. As 
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stated by Fowler, ‘We were trying to include provisions to help protect these people’s property in any 

bills that came forward.”12’ 

After several meetings, the committee developed a proposal. When Fowler forwarded the draft 

bill to Rep. Glickman, he advised the congressman that “certain provisions” were considered by the 

committee to be “sacred.”. These provisions included “prohibiting the use of eminent domain” to 

acquire additional lands or scenic easements and “protection of the local tax base.” To assure that local 

residents and communities would be permanently involved in the management of the proposed 

monument, the draft bill also contained a provision to establish a twenty-member advisory committee, 

explicitly directed to comprise two adjacent landowners and one non-rural resident of Chase  count^; 

one representative each from the governing bodies of Strong City, Cottonwood Falls, Council Grove, 

and Emporia; one representative each from the Kansas Wildlife and Parks Department and the Kansas 

State Historical Society; one representative each from the Kansas Audubon Council or the Kansas 

Wildlife Federation, the Kansas Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and the Kansas Livestock 

Association; three experts in range management and animal science from Kansas universities; a 

representative of the governor’s office; and four members selected by the Secretary of the Interior.’” 

’ Even though the Flint Hills National Monument Committee had addressed every concern 

expressed by opponents, and newspapers throughout eastern Kansas endorsed the draft legislation 

heartily, the Topeka CapitalJournal nonetheless predicted that this was the beginning of “Range War 

in Chase County- 1980s Style ....”la The prediction proved to be accurate. In late April, 

Congressman Glickman appeared before the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Interior to request, 

on behalf of the Kansas delegation, $50,000 to fund an NPS feasibility study. He cautiously noted that 

the delegation was “not yet committed to support the actual creation of...a monument,” but they felt that 

there was “enough interest in Kansas to warrant a feasibility ~tudy.’’’’~ Just a few days before he 
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spoke, however, the Kansas Grassroots Association notified his ofice that it had “recently reorganized 

to actively and consistently oppose” turning the Z Bar Ranch into a prairie national monument.Iz 

Congress adjourned for the summer without appropriating f h d s  for the feasibility study, but 

early in September the NPS notified Glickman that it would hnd the study out of its own budget.Iz6 

With the announcement that the NPS would spend its own money, tension in Chase County increased. 

The Wichita hg2e sent a reporter up to Strong City to gauge local reactions. The story ran in a 

Sunday edition with a photograph of five ranchers posed defiantly on the lawn of the Z Bar Ranch. 

Such a provocative photograph lent emphasis to information buried in the article reporting that the 

Chase County Leader had stopped printing letters to the editor because there was just too much local 

frustration over editorials that had appeared in newspapers throughout the state “in favor of the 

monument proposal without speaking to nearby ranchers.” In other words, while many local residents 

were trying to maintain civility and calm in the face of serious community divisions, the media seemed 

to be playing up the controversy, making it much harder to find common ground. People from both 

sides who were willing to give statements to the press agreed on one thing: nothing had ever happened to 

split the community ~0r se . I~ ’  

Randall Baynes, Superintendent of Homestead National Monument of America, led the team 

assigned to the fezsibility study. On March 23, 1990, when the study team traveled to Strong City for 

a day-long “open house” in order to give local residents a chance to ask questions and make comments, 

KGA representatives disrupted the proceedings. The local newspaper ran a headline story describing 

the grim details, which included day-long picketing, blocking access to the meeting room, and 

videotaping speakers who were perceived to be park supporters. A companion editorial chastised the 

KGA for “making the issue of the national monument personal and in the process wounding and hurting 

our community for a long time to come. Chase County has far more to fear from that,” the editorial 

concluded, “than any national monument--or not.””’ 
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Randall Baynes reported the event in a long letter to Congressman Glickman. After dctailing 

what had already been well-covered by the press, Baynes acknowledged that “despite repeated attempts, 

the Service has been unable to convince local citizens that there currently is neither a Congressional 

effort underway nor has legislation been introduced to establish a park in Chase County.” He fbrther 

noted that the divisive issue was having a “profound” negative effect on the communities of Strong City 

and Cottonwood Falls.’’’ 

The KGA made no attempt to disrupt a second meeting held in Cottonwood Falls on June 28, 

but the Chase County Board of Education un&imously rejected an NPS request to use air-conditioned 

school facilities. Nonetheless, about 100 supporters and opponents turned out to fill folding chairs set 

up in the un-air-conditioned municipal building. Baynes and his study team came prepared to maintain 

control of the meeting. They kept it short and responded only to questions written on cards handed out 

to those who attended.I3’ 

While the NPS finished its feasibility study, local adversaries tried to find an acceptable 

compromise. Directors of the Flint Hills Resource Conservation and Development organization 

negotiated a six-member committee composed of three representatives from the Flint Hills National 

Monument Committee and three from the KGA. The committee decided not to discuss its meetings 

_I .  publicly, - _ _  but it was generally known that the central issue of debate was federal ownership of land.I3’ 

Positions on that issue, moreover, had moved beyond compromise. 

H.R. 2369: 1991 

In April 1991 the NPS completed its study, and Dan Glickman announced that he would 

introduce legislation authorizing the N P S  to acquire the Z Bar. His office compiled a list of 

conservation and environmental groups that could “activate their memberships” to support legislation 

and began to line up people who would kstiG favorably at committee and public hearings. The Kansas 
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Farm Bureau, the Kansas Livestock Association, and the Kansas Grassroots Association immediately 

announced that their opposition had not changed and would not change.’y132 

Gliclanan’s bill was in trouble before it was introduced. By late April, Glickman staffer 

Myrne Roe advised the congressman and the rest of the staff that the issue was “out of hand in Chase 

County. We may have every newspaper in the state and all environmental groups,” she continued, “plus 

some eco devo folks for it, but it is not going to fly with the level of emotion of those against it primarily 

in that county.” Based on incoming reports suggesting that the emotional pitch in Chase County could 

lead to violence, Roe suggested that the congressman ‘%back off’ for awhile, shore up support among the 

. Kansas delegation, &d let the media and environmental groups “put pressure on Chase to get with 

Congressman Glickman delayed introducing the bill until mid-May. In the meantime, it became 

clear that support from the Kansas delegation would not be unanimous. Reps. Jan Meyers [R] and Jim 

Slattery [D] who, along with Glickman, represented eastern Kansas districts, maintained their support. 

Rep. Dick Nichols [R], whose district included the proposed park area, remained undecided. Rep. Pat 
. .  

Roberts, whose district lay in western Kansas, had “strong reservations.” Sen. Dole told the press that 

he did not have a position, a statement that was interpreted to mean Dole would not support the bill 

because Gliclanan had “upstaged tb.e rest ofthe delegation” with his April announcement and because 

Glickman was then considering a bid for Dole’s Senate seat in 1992. Sen. Nancy Kassebaum gave the 

press a non-committal statement expressing hope for an agreement that would satisfy both sides.IM On 

May 16,1991, Glickman finally introduced the prairie monument bill with only two other members of 

the Kansas delegation listed as co-sponsors: Jan Meyers and Jim Slattery. Nine other members of the 

House also signed on as co-spon~ors.’~~ 

Hearings on H.R. 2369 were set for July 16 before the House Subcommittee on National Parks 

and Public Lands. Before Glickman went to the hearing to give his own opening statement, his staff 
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presented him with a copy of testimony that Denis Galvin, Associate Director for Planning and 

Development of the NPS, would give opposing the bill, along with prepared arguments for him to use in 

response to Galvin’s testimony. Opposition from the NPS was based on an assertion that the 11,000- 

acre ranch was “not large enough to ensure successful management” and that there had been no 

“determination of the degree of natural or cultural ~ignificance.”’~~ 

The NPS’s sudden shift altered the politics of the situation substantially, but the hearings went 

on as scheduled. Glickman tried to mitigate the damage as best he could by pointing out that the bill 

had been introduced because the NPS’s own feasibility study concluded that the ranch was of “sufficient 

size and configuration to afford adequate resource protection and provide sites for visitor facilities with 

minimal intrusion of the landscape.” The study furthermore stated explicitly that natural and cultural 

resources had been evaluated and were considered to be of ‘‘prime significance.” For the record, 

Glickman let it be known that the feasibility study had been approved “by all levels of the NPS 

bureaucracy” and charged that this sudden and “total conversion of its position” was “one of the most 

unusual incidents to ever come out of the NPS.”13’ 

Originally, the subcommittee had planned only one hearing in Washington, D.C., but after the 

NPS came out in opposition to the bill, the subcommittee traveled to Emporia, Kansas, for a second 

hearing on August 23rd. Both hearings produced little new information and no new arguments, but they 

did allow opponents and proponents to restate their positions for the official record. Among those 

testifyrng in support of H.R. 2369 were Paul Pritchard, then-president of the National Parks and 

Conservation Association and chairman of the National Park Trust; Ron Klataske, West Central 

regional vice president of the National Audubon Society; attorney Lee Fowler representing the Flint 

Hills National Monument Committee, which drafted the bill; Dr. David Hartnett, associate professor of 

biology at Kansas State University; and Dr. Sid Stevenson, assistant professor of recreation and park 

management at Kansas State, who presented the results of a cost-benefit analysis he had recently 
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completed showing the “benefit” to be 1.57 times greater than the  COS^'^ based on several economic 

~ ~ C ~ O T S . ~ ~ ~  

Among those speaking in opposition were Congressman Dick Nichols, who stated that his 

constituents opposed the creation of a prairie national monument by a “2 to 1 margin”; Chuck 

Magathan and Jim Mayo of the Kansas Grassroots Association; Paul Fleener, director of public affairs, 

and Doyle D. Rahjes, president, Kansas Farm Bureau; Mike Beam for the Kansas Livestock 

Association; James E. Link for the National Cattlemen’s Association; Melinda Barrett, national 

legislative representative for Kansas Agri-Women; and Dr. Scott Irwin, professor of science and 

environmental education at Emporia State University. 13’ 

Cutting through some of the emotionally charged rhetoric, on both sides, was Rep. Pat Roberts, 

who did not explicitly state that he was opposed to H.R. 2369, but did articulate clearly and concisely 

the heart of the opposition’s message. Roberts noted that the Z Bar Ranch (and, by extension, other 

areas in the Flint Hills) was “attractive to both environmentalists and recreationalists because of the 

stewardship that had been provided by the previous and current owners.” This was a point on which 

both sides had long agreed, even ifgrudgingly. E, then, the “caring of the 7 Bar and (similar) 

surrounding lands has been a way of life for the local residents, farmers, and ranchers,” Roberts 

wondered, “[w]hy should the government come in and tke~ten -this delicate balance?”’40 

Reducing the controversy to “agriculture v. environment,” as many people had done, masked 

complex values and attitudes that park proponents outside Chase County often did not understand, 

appreciate, or acknowledge. Flint Hills ranchers who opposed the monument did not assume, as did 

many conservationists, that the National Park Service would be a better steward. Nor could they accept 

the proposition that hundreds of thousands of visitors annually, no matter how much money they 

pumped into the local economy, would be more in harmony with the prairie ecology than the cattle that 

grazed the hills. Granted, organized opponents all too often engaged in inflammatory anti-government 
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rhetoric. Nonetheless, as Roberts pointed out in his remarks to the subcommittee, ranchers who lived in 

Chase County were “justifiably fearfid of ‘outsiders’ wanting to take this property and make changes 

that [would] dramatically change their land, their communities and eventually their lives and 

 livelihood^."'^^ Moreover, when park proponents and park planners talked about interpreting the 

cultural heritage of the Flint Hills, they implicitly thought in terms of Native Americans who were long 

gone and idealized images of nineteenth-century settlers who established ranches, farms, and small 

communities across the beautiful Flint Hills. The heritage envisioned for interpretive centers did not 

extend conceptually to the culture of their contentious descendants who placed high social and political 

values on private ownership of land. 

Roberts closed his remarks by noting that “Kansans continue to wonder why the 2 Bar was not 

simply purchased by the environmental groups fighting so hard for the federal government to purchase 

This point was hard to refute in view of new developments. Early in July 1991 the Kansas Farm it.r,142 

Bureau, the Kansas Grassroots Association, and an un-named individual approached Boatman’s Bank 

about a private purchase of the 2 Bar. Boatman’s informed the group that the ranch was not on the 

market, and the prospective buyer was told to speak with Ron Klataske of the Audubon Society. 

Agricultural opponents of the prairie monument proposal were immediately suspicious that “someone” 

was “trying to control” the hearings in order “to assure a favorable outcome” for Glickman’s bill.’43 

After the July 16 hearing, Klataske took immediate steps to avoid a “political standoff from 

evolving in the Kansas delegation.” He spoke with Assistant Secretary-Fish and Wildlife and Parks 

Mike Hayden, a former governor of Kansas and a Republican, about Denis Galvin’s statement of NPS 

opposition. Based on this discussion, Klataske relayed to Rep. Glickman as well as to Sens. Dole and 

Kassebaum that apparently whoever prepared the position statement “was not familiar with the ‘New 

Area Feasibility Study’ prepared by [NPS], was not fmiliar with the property, and evaluated the 
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proposed monument on the wrong basis.” He urged Glickman to continue working the bill in the House, 

and all of them to provide leadership in order to avoid “another thirty years of unresolved conflict.yy144 

The Kansas delegation did get together for a’meeting after the July 16 hearing, during which 

they agreed to keep discussing options, including private ownership or some sort of public-private 

partner~hip.’~’ Meanwhile, Chase County commissioners voted 2-1 to study the feasibility of 

purchasing the Z Bar for a county park and dude ranch. It was not a serious bid, but the move kept 

local residents ~ t i~d  up because the two commissioners voting in favor of the measure said they would 

support county condemnation of the property.146 Assistant Secretary of Interior Mike Hayden curiously 

stood by NPS opposition and publicly “denied that partisan politics had any role in the de~ision.”’~’ 

Controversy dragged on in the media, but as Glickman’s bill moved closer to a vote the momentum for 

passage gained strength. All the mainstream conservation organizations backed it as did a host of 

statewide organizations. In September the House Interior Committee approved the bill, and the House 

of Representatives passed it in O~tober.’~’ 

At about this point, the legislative effort began to assume a life of its own. After thirty years, 

the momentum had finally shifted in favor of preserving a small portion of the Flint Hills prairie for. 

public access. However, Sen. Dole was unwilling to support the proposal contained in Glickman’s bill. 

Sen. Kassebaum was philosophically supportive of some plan to establish a p_ak._o_r preserve, but in 

November she announced that she, too, would not introduce legislation authorizing the NPS to purchase 

and manage the Z Bar Ranch. After weighing various options, Kassebaum had decided that she “would 

support the creation of a private foundation to purchase the 2 Bar ....” A few days later, she announced 

that she “would bring together the state’s various conservation and agriculture groups on December 9 to 

discuss the creation of a private foundation. .. .r7149 
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The “Kassebaum Commission”: December 1991-January 1994 

From late 1991 to early 1994, Sen. Kassebaum worked with a group of individuals who were 

selected to represent all the major concerns associated with establishing the Z Bar Ranch as the place 

where a portion of the prairie would be preserved. Kassebaum’s November 1993 announcement 

followed private discussions with farm groups and a firm belief that if representatives from opposing 

sides could be brought together, rational minds would prevail to create a mutually acceptable proposal 

for preserving the Z Bar Ranch under private owner~hip.’~’ Leaders of the Kansas Farm Bureau, the 

Kansas Livestock Association, and the Kansas Grassroots Association agreed to work with her to find 

or create a private entity to acquire the Z Bar. Realizing that the House bill had little chance of making 

it through the Senate without the support of Sens. Kassebaum or Dole, but that Sen. Kassebaum 

nonetheless was going to continue the search for a workable solution, all parties began to give a little 

gro~nd.’~’ After a two-hour, closed-door meeting that took place in December at Wichita State 

University, Kassebaum told the press she was “encouraged by reaction to her proposal,” which was that 

a seven-member board be formed, representing agriculture, conservation, and local community interests, 

to “work together to preserve the property.” Representatives from opposing sides of the issue were less 

sanguine about the prospects for working together, but they agreed to go along with the proposal for the 

time being.’52 

The proposal actually began to take shape’ when Kassebaum convened a meeting in January 

1992 at the Z Bar Ranch. The group she assembled agreed to create a private foundation with a twelve- 

member board of trustees. The board would raise private finds to purchase the ranch and develop a 

plan for managing the land and interpreting its natural and cultural resources. The agreement mirrored 

all the stipulations that the Flint Hills Monument Committee had written into draft legislation except 

that the land would be privately owned. Membership in the board of trustees was structured so that the 

seven members of the Kansas congressional delegation appointed nine of the twelve trustees, with the 
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other three appointed by the governor, the city councils of Strong City and Cottonwood Falls (jointly), 

and the Chase County Board of Commissioners. The structure deliberately avoided recreating the old 

 division^.'^^ By mid-April the board of trustees had been named, and everyone expected the new 

foundation, which did not have a name yet, to get down to work.’” However, during the next few 

months the commission actually accomplished little more than “housekeeping details” and choosing 

stationery, according to trustee Lee Fowler. By the end of the year, the commission, which was now 

officially Spring Hill Z Bar Ranch, Inc., still had not begun to raise money or develop a management 

plan, and park proponents were impatient with the board’s lack of progress and lack of vi~ibility.’~~ 

Shortly after the 1992 presidential election, which brought Democrat Bill Clinton into the White 

House, Glickman announced that he would reintroduce his bill if the Spring Hill Z Bar Ranch board did 

not begin to make progress.156 He reiterated his intent the following May after a meeting with Bruce 

Babbitt, the new Secretary of the Interior, who gave a statement to the press endorsing a tallgrass 

prairie park in the Flint Hills.’S7 A few weeks later Sen. Kassebaum’s aide, Mike Horak, reported to 

key board members on a critical meeting with Denis Galvin of the NPS. With a change in political 

administrations, the NPS was once again supportive of a prairie park concept. According to Galvin, the 

N P S  “very much” wanted to have the Z Bar Ranch “affiliated” with the N P S  and was willing to be 

- ‘‘P,ex’,bIe” in working out the details of an “affiliate relationship.” The only type of relationship that 

Galvin ruled out was one that would relegate the NPS “to merely run[ning] a visitors center and a few 

acres around the ranch building.”’s8 

Within two weeks, the board adopted a consent agreement with the NPS that provided for NPS 

to operate and manage the ranch with appropriate interpretive and educational programs focused on the 

natural history of the prairie and the cultural history of Native Americans and ranching in the Flint Hills 

region. Under terms of the agreement, the board committed to raising $5 million within two years in 

order to purchase the ranch.’59 Now that a management agreement and a fund-raising schedule were in 
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place, the Spring Hill 2 Bar board approached Boatmen’s Trust Company with a purchase proposal. 

Six months of negotiations followed, including a personal meeting between Sen. Kassebaum and the 

president of Boatmen’s Bank. In the end, the bank stipulated a firm purchase price that was fifteen 

percent above the $3.9 million appraised fkir market value. Officially, ‘the board rejected Boatmen’s 

asking price, but a disappointed Kassebaum concluded that the bank never intended to sell the ranch to 

Spring Hill 2 Bar Ranch, Inc.160 In a message to Kansans through the Topeka CupitaZ-JournaZ, 

Kassebaum responded that it was “unfortunate, and deeply disappointing, that Boatmen’s waited two 

years to make its own position clear.yr161 

In retrospect, Fowler noted that “even though the Kassebaum Commission failed in its ultimate 

goal, it actudy succeeded because it provided the metamorphosis from ‘we can’t do this,’ to ‘yes, we 

can.’ What happened in the Kassebaum Commission that was extremely important was that everybody 

signed on board, including the Kansas Livestock Association and the Kansas Farm Bureau, [agreeing] 

that it was okay for a private nonprofit organization to o m  the 

with this assessment of the commission. “It accomplished bringing the diverse voices to the table, and 

they could be just as vehement on one side as the other.” In the end, although Spring Hill Z Bar Ranch, 

Inc. did not get the property, “it put in motion the process that did enable [the preserve] to come to 

Kassebaum concurred 

Convergence: 1994-€996 

The ranch, moreover, was still for- sale to the right buyer and under the right terms. Amid 

speculation that Kassebaum’s group and Boatmen’s might still work out a deal, the National Park Trust 

(NPT) entered the field of prospective buyers. As the Audubon Society’s option began to run out, Ron 

Klataske approached the NPT and asked this group to become involved. The NPT, formed by the 

National Parks and Conservation Association in 1983 to hnction as a nonprofit land trust, thus began 

negotiating a separate deal with Boatman’s Bank.lM By late February 1994, negotiations were far 
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enough along that Paul Pritchard, chairman of the board, circulated a confidential memorandum 

requesting that board members and others privy to the negotiations divulge only limited information 

until an official announcement could be released.165 The official announcement, which came a few days 

later on March 4th, revealed that the NPT had agreed to raise $4.7 million by the end of June in order to 

meet the bank‘s asking price. The NPT’s plan was to keep the ranch in private ownership and enter into 

an “affiliate relationship” with the N P S  to operate the ranch as a unit of the national park system. Sen. 

Kassebaum and Rep. Glickman issued companion press releases on the same day approving of the 

agreement.Ia 

Secretary of the Interior Babbitt toured the ranch in April while the NPT and the NPCA worked 

out arrangements for purchasing the ranch. His trip, on which Gov. Joan Finney accompanied him, 

appeared to be for the purpose of gauging local reaction to the impending purchase. Babbitt issued a 

cautious s9tement to the press saying that he was “not ready to endorse any particular plan to 

incorporate the 11,000 acre ranch into [the national park] system.” Gov. Finney also was “not yet 

prepared to endorse a course of action for the Z Bar.” ’67 

The NPT and NFCA completed the purchase early in June 1994, and a delegation from both 

organizations traveled to Strong City to celebrate with Chase Countians on the grounds surrounding the 

Z Bar’s 1880s stam ranch buildings.I6’ The following August, Sen. Kassebaum convened a crucial 

meeting of the Kansas delegation with Secretary of Interior Bruce Babbitt and Paul Pritchard to discuss 

“in very candid fashion” the National Park Service’s land management role and what sort of federal 

ownership was necessary in order for the Department of the Interior to establish management authority. 

The feasibility of a partnership that would satisfy all interests was at stake in this meeting, and the 

intensity of discussion, as reported by those who were present, reflects as much. After the discussion 

“sort of went round and round,” according to former Senator Kassebaum, Congressman (now Senator) 

Pat Roberts reportedly focused attention squarely on the point of how many acres the Department of the 

45 



Interior needed to own in order to support legislation. The meeting ended with no final answer to that 

question, but shortly thereafter, Secretary Babbitt notified Kassebaum’s office that 180 acres was the 

minimum needed under federal ownership. 

With this agreement struck, the Kansas delegation introduced companion bills to create a 

Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve on the Spring Hill Z Bar Ranch, allowing the NPS to purchase a 

core area of 180 acres including the ranch buildings and the Fox Creek School. The “preserve” 

designation was one that allowed the National Park Service greater land management flexibility to carry 

out the proposed public-private partnership. Glickman’s House bill was co-sponsored by Reps. J i n  

Meyers, Jim Slattery, and Pat Roberts. Kassebaum’s Senate bill was co-sponsored.by Sen. Bob Dole. 

H.R. 5000 and S. 2412, introduced during the second session of the 103rd Congress, marked the first 

time the full Kansas congressional delegation had ever supported legislation to create a prairie park in 

~ansas.‘~o 

The campaign was not quite over, however. The Kansas Farm Bureau immediately objected to 

the provision authorizing federal purchase of the 180-acre ranch headquarters area on the basis that it 

would “open the door to future land acq~isitions.”’~’ Glickman had hoped for a speedy passage through 

both houses, but the Farm Bureau mounted one last effort, pressing the Kansas delegation to drop the 

provision authorizing NPS acquisition of 180 acres. This time, however, there would be no entering 

wedge to split the Congressional delegation. Still, by late September neither the House nor the Senate 

had scheduled hearings, and the 103rd Congress was about to adjourn. The November elections 

brought another setback when Republicans captured control of Congress. This political shift directly 

affected the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve legislative effort because conservative Republican Todd 

Tiahrt managed an upset victory to win Dan Glickman’s seat in the House, and Republican Sam 

Brownback replaced Democrat Jim Slattery, who retired from the House. It was not immediately clear 

whether either or both of the freshmen congressmen would support legislation in the 104th Congress.’72 
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Meanwhile, the NPT and the NPCA kept moving foward.ln Having depleted cash reserves 

and taken on a conventional bank mortgage in order to pay the purchase price, the organizations had a 

major fund-raising effort in front of them. That effort lightened early in 1995 when Texas multi- 

millionaire Edward Bass contributed $1 million to the park effort and paid $2 million, in advance, for a 

35-year grazing lease on the Z Bar Ranch. 174 

The agreement between Bass and the NPT seemed to smooth the way for Sen. Kassebaum to 

reintroduce legislation. So did .the hiring of Barbara Zurhellen as NPT’s on-site person at the ranch. 

Zurhellen, whose official title was Director of Interpretation, was charged with the task of building trust 

and credibility in the local community. Her “mission” was “to humanize the project, because it was 

controversial, because there was a lot of mistrust and skepticism.” She did this by becoming “very 

involved in the community,” starting an open house program that gave many local residents their first 

opportunity to set foot in the ianch buildings, developing a volunteer program, and generally being “a 

good neighb~r.””~ 

The bill that finally passed into law was the product of intense cooperation between Mike 

Korak, Kassebaum’s communications director; Laura Loomis, legislative representative for the NPCA; 

and Linda Potter, legislative f i r s  specialist for the NPS.’76 Senate Bill 695, introduced in April, was 

co-sponsored by Sen. Dole. Reps. Pat-Phberts and Jan Meyers introduced a companion bill, H.R. 1449 

in the House. The bills limited the NPS to ownership of 180 acres, to be acquired by donation, with no 

further expansion permitted.ln The Farm Bureau kept up its lobbying effort in order to remove the . 

provision allowing the NPS to own 180 acres, but Sen. Dole, whom they continued to hope would 

become an opposition leader, quietly maintained his support for the bill without getting involved in 

actual negotiations. In addition, Dan Glickman, recently confirmed as Secretary of Agriculture, did 

what he could to solidify Democratic support.’78 

47 



Once again, however, the bill was stalled, this time mired in congressional debate over scores of 

park and land bills. Early in March 1996, Kassebaum succeeded in attaching the Tallgrass Prairie 

National Preserve bill to a parks package bill that included sixv park measures. The package bill, 

which passed the House, got bogged down in the Senate with partisan controversy over a provision to 

set aside two million acres in Utah as wilderness but, in return, open up another twenty million actes of 

federal land to ranching, mining, and other development. M e r  the Senate failed to break a Democratic 

filibuster on the comprehensive parks bill, led by Sen. Bill Bradley, Kassebaum announced she would 

push the Z Bar bill se~arately.’~~ 

Intense negotiations and lobbying by many groups forced the Senate to work out partisan 

differences in order to keep the comprehensive parks bill alive. Finally, in early May, the Senate 

unanimously approved a negotiated bill. It then went to a House-Senate conference committee where it 

hced further opposition from the Clinton administration, which demanded that dozens of “pork barrel” 

provisions be removed. The Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve was not among them. In late 

September, the House finally passed a scaled-back version, which then went back to the Senate. After a 

year of back-and-forth partisan negotiations, political pressure from constituents in a presidential 

election year forced Congress to pass legislation. The Senate voted unanimously on October 4, one 

month before the general-dc&iq-to approve the massive parks bill, which affected a total of 113 sites 

in 41 states.”’ President Clinton signed the Omnibus Parks and Public Lands Management Act into 

law at a highly publicized Oval Office ceremony on November 12, 1996.’” 

Throughout the negotiations, the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve provisions remained intact. 

Officially, the preserve is authorized under Subtitle A of Title X, Miscellaneous, of P.L. 104-333. It 

permits the NPS to acquire not more than 180 acres by donation and to manage the preserve in 

conjunction with the property owner, central provisions reflecting the compromises that led to 

successfbl legislation. Title X of P.L. 104-333 also established a thirteen-member Tallgrass Prairie 
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National Preserve Advisory Committee to be appointed by the Secretary of the Interior. The 

committee’s mandated composition also reflects the diversity of concerns and interests involved in 

reaching compromise. Its members must include three representatives of the NPT; three representatives 

of local landowners, cattle ranchers or other agricultural interests; three representatives of conservation 

or historic preservation interests; one person each recommended by the Chase County Commission, 

Strong City and Cottonwood Falls officials, and the Governor of Kansas, and one range management 

specialist representing Kansas institutions of higher education. As mandated by law and chartered in 

September 1997, the committee’s role is to advise the NPS on matters “concerning the development, 

management, and interpretation of the Preserve, including timely advice during the preparation of the 

general management plan for the Preserve.”’82 

Conclusion 

Without exception, everyone who was involved in the legislative effort credits Sen. Nancy 

Kassebaum as the key to success. She, in turn, points out that others, particularly Dan Glickman, Bob 

Dole, and Pat Roberts played equally critical roles; and Mike Horak reflectively observes that, in the 

iinal years, no one really did anything different from those who had been fighting fifty years for a 

tallgrass prairie park or preserve. Kassebaum, however, “saw this as a real opportunity to do 

something special for the State of Kansas,” and consequently-qwr thought of giving up. She “wanted 

to see if it was feasible to acquire [the ranch] privately” and she saw that the NPS had the ability to 

interpret the preserve professionally, and “she was pleased that a conservation group was involved in 

the project.’”83 

The result is a public-private partnership that places land management responsibility in the 

collective hands of interests that embrace kndarnentally different views on the nature of land 

stewardship. On the one hand, there are those who are philosophically inclined to equate good 

stewardship with land ownership by an entity created to serve the greater public good. On the other, 
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there are those who see no inherent contradiction between good land stewardship and land use for 

private economic benefit. Even so, all interests are finally and positively committed to working through 

these differences in order to create a place that protects an important grassland ecosystem and interprets 

the complex evolution of land use in the Flint Hills. 

According to NPS landscape architect John Sowl, the legislative solution that various 

cooperating entities must now implement reflects “a real effort on the part of the NPS and other groups 

to try and get some answers up front and identify some concerns and to try and include those in the 

planning aspects, so that we can be sensitive to those concerns and needs and yet. sensitive to the needs 

of the cultural and natural Still, Senator Kassebaum points out that “as we work through 

the management pl an... I think we are all beginning to realize that it’s terribly important how these 

partnerships are put together. It isn’t as easy as it might look on paper.”’*’ While the Tallgrass Prairie 

National Preserve can become a model for successful publicprivate partnerships in the national park 

system, the general management plan must address land use issues on which there are contrasting, and 

potentially divisive, points of view, such as the question of whether to reintroduce bison. Additionally, 

an unretired mortgage on the property presents land ownership issues that must be resolved. For these 

reasons, Kassebaum emphasizes that the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve is “still a work in 

progress.” 

I 
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Endnotes 

Note on Sources and Citation Abbreviations 

Duncan Papers KU = Patricia DuBose Duncan Collection, MS 535, Spencer Library, 
University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas. 

Duncan Papers TPNP = photographs and correspondence collected by Patricia DuBose Duncan 
and donated to the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, located at the NPS office in 
Cottonwood Falls, Kansas. 

Special Collections, Ablah Library, Wichita State University, Wichita, Kansas. 

housed at Anthony Library, Harpers Ferry National Historic Park, Harpers Ferry, 
West Virginia. 

Collection No. 298, Kansas State Library and Archives, Kansas History Center, 
Topeka, Kansas. At the time of research, a preliminary inventory was available, but 
the collection was still unprocessed and stored off-site. KSHS archivists located some 
pertinent materials, but conversations with Senator Kassebaum and her former Senate 
aide, Mike Horak, indicate that considerably more material on the TPNP is located 
somewhere in the collection. 

NW, Washington, D.C. Various subject files contain a wide variety of materials 
pertinent to the TPNP, 1986-1997, as well as the effort to establish a prairie park in 
Oklahoma. 

Department of the Interior has been omitted from footnotes. 

Preserve, housed at the National Park Office of the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, 
located at Cottonwood Falls, Kansas. This collection contains a wide variety of 
materials, 1958-1996, assembled by TPNP Superintendent SteG-Miller and the late 
Randall Baynes, former superintendent of Homestead National Monument of America. 
Baynes served as team leader for the 1990-1991 special resource study; Miller was a 
member of the team. 

Wichita Eagle, Wichita Beacon, and Wichita Eagle-Beacon. Until 1989, Wichita’s principal 
daily newspaper published morning and evening editions, which underwent several 
minor name changes. Generally speaking, until 1989 the Eagle title pertained to the 
morning paper, Beacon pertained to the evening edition, Eagle-Beacon to combined 
editions. From September 3,1989 to the present, the newspaper, published once daily, 
has been called The Wichita Eagle. 

Glickman Papers = Papers of Dan Glickman, U.S. Representative, MS 97-05, Department of 

Harpers Ferry Center = Unprocessed materials, 1937-1988, from a variety of collections 

Kassebaum Papers = Papers of Nancy Landon Kassebaum, U.S. Senator 1979-1998, 

N% Office of Park Planning = NPS Office of Park Planning and Special Studies, 1849 C St., 

NPS reports are identified by regional office of origination, when known. Reference to the U.S. 

TPNP Administrative Papers = Administrative Papers of the Tallgrass Prairie National 
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